mize power struggles, and build more positive relationships with children with disabilities by taking proactive steps to increase their own self-awareness. Gold and Roth (1993) identified teacher selfawareness as a key component for managing stress. Gold and Roth (1993) defined selfawareness as "a process of getting in touch with your feelings and behaviors" (p. 141). Increased self-awareness involves a more accurate understanding of how students affect our own emotional processes and behaviors and how we affect students, as well. Self-awareness is particularly important for teachers who work with students with emotional and behavioral disorders. Seldom are we unaffected by their behavior. Often, these students reflect the best and worst in ourselves (Richardson, 2001) . Our development as teachers depends on our willingness to take risks and regularly ask ourselves which of our own behaviors are helping or hindering our personal and professional growth. "If we could allow ourselves to become students of our own extraordinary self-education, we would be very well placed to facilitate the self-education of others" (Underhill, 1991, p. 79) .
This article identifies questions and strategies to help teachers become more self-aware regarding their interactions with students with behavioral and emotional disorders. Teachers revealed that disruptive student behavior and classroom discipline are their primary educational concerns.
Our development as teachers depends on our willingness to take stock of our own behavior.
Management of Disruptive Behavior
From "The Importance of Teacher Self-Awareness in Working with Students with Emotional and Behavioral Disorders" by Richardson and Shupe, Teaching Exceptional Children, Vol. 36, No. 2, 2003, pp. 8-13 . Copyright 2006 by The Council for Exceptional Children. Reprinted with permission.
1. Am I taking proactive steps to identify and defuse my own "emotional triggers"? Cheney and Barringer (1995) asserted: "More than any other group, students with emotional and behavioral disorders appear to present problems that affect staff members on a very personal level" (p. 181). Unfortunately, teacher education does not always highlight the connection between a teacher's selfawareness and his or her ability to build and maintain meaningful relationships with youth with emotional and behavioral disabilities. Although teachers need to learn how to recognize signs of emotional distress in their students, it is equally important to acknowledge that teachers' own personalities, learned prejudices, and individual psychological histories have helped shape their attitudes and responses to certain behaviors (Long et al., 1996) . Fritz Redl, a pioneer in working with students with emotional disturbances, emphasized that self-awareness is a key ingredient for succeeding with this population:
As teachers we have a room, a group, equipment, materials, a curriculum, instructional methods, and grades, but most of all, we have ourselves. What happens to us emotionally in the process of teaching emotionally disturbed kids is the critical factor in determining our effectiveness.
(cited in Long, 1996a, p. 44) Helping youth with emotional and behavioral disabilities begins with understanding ourselves, particularly our own emotional processes that occur in the midst of conflict. Although psychological soundness and effective interpersonal skills are essential characteristics for teachers who work with this population (Kaufman, 1997; Webber, Anderson, & Otey, 1991) , certain students can provoke even the most concerned, reasonable, and dedicated teachers to act in impulsive, acrimonious, and rejecting ways (Long, 1996a) . Students experiencing stress have the capacity to locate and activate unresolved issues in our own personal lives. Few of us possess the inner peace to respond in a calm and professional manner without conscious effort. Awareness of our primary emotional triggers improves our chances of making rational decisions based on conscious choice, rather than unconscious emotional conditioning.
Further, the psychological fit between a teacher's need to stay in control and a youth's inability to maintain control can lead to counterproductive power struggles (Long, 1996a ). Long asserted that by taking ownership of "negative" feelings such as anger, frustration, and disdain, we are more likely to recognize the difference between having feelings and being had by our feelings. Teachers who are aware of their own emotional processes are more likely to minimize the frequency and intensity of these counterproductive power struggles (see box, "Strategy for Identifying and Defusing Emotional Triggers").
Am I paying attention to what I need to pay attention to?
Most teachers recognize the power and necessity of using positive reinforcement (Johns & Carr, 1995) . By consciously noticing and reinforcing positive behavior, the classroom becomes a more positive environment-one in which the recognition of both academic and behavioral accomplishments leads to increased student self-esteem (Fagan, 1996) . In an extensive study of effective teaching behaviors for students with disabilities, Larrivee (1982) found that "giving positive feedback" to be a behavior positively correlated with student performance measures. Johns and Carr recommended that at least 70% of comments teachers give students should be positive. Although researchers have found teacher praise to be linked to improved behavioral and academic outcomes of students with emotional and behavioral disorders, the use of praise in these classrooms is often low (Sutherland & Wehby, 2001 ). Good and Brophy (1984) found that teachers' perceptions of students can
Strategy for Identifying and Defusing Emotional Triggers
Take periodic "timeouts" before, during, or after both "positive" and "negative" interactions with students. Ask yourself:
• "What led me to respond this way?" • "Is this way of responding helping or hurting this relationship?" • "Is it helping me grow as an educator?" • "Is it helping the youth make better choices?"
It is important to remember that we are often unaware of our primary emotional triggers. Actively seek consultation from colleagues and supervisors regarding behaviors and/or attitudes which are helping or hurting your effectiveness in the classroom. affect teaching outcomes. Teachers who work with students with emotional and behavioral disabilities can become so attuned to problem behaviors and perceived weaknesses, they inadvertently neglect to recognize and build on positive behaviors and strengths. A Minnesota youth poll by Hedin, Hannes, & Saito (as cited in Braaten, 1999) revealed that two thirds of respondents believed that they were perceived negatively by the significant adults in their lives. Only 25% believed that adults held positive images of them. Furthermore, a large proportion did not believe the adults' perceptions of them to be accurate. The researchers concluded that the youths believe that adults do not value or trust them and do not treat them with respect, and this belief increases as the youths grow older. In their study of teacher behaviors, Sutherland and Wehby (2001) found that ongoing teacher self-assessment had a positive impact on teacher praise. The Penny Transfer Technique is one strategy teachers can use to help them shift their focus to more positive student behaviors and attributes (see box, "Strategy for Shifting Your Focus"). Richardson (2001) noted that professionals who have used the Penny Transfer Technique have found that (a) they began to automatically notice positive behaviors of problem students and (b) they were able to change their perceptions and thus improve their relationships with these youth.
3. Am I using effective strategies to reduce burnout and nurture my own mental health?
Teaching students with emotional and behavioral disorders is one of the most perplexing and challenging roles in education (Cheney & Barringer, 1995) . These teachers are faced with enormous pressures and simultaneous challenges (Cheney & Barringer; Pullis, 1992) and report high levels of emotional exhaustion (Male & May, 1997) . They are evaluated primarily on their ability to help students make tangible, academic improvements (Long, 1996b ); yet they are also expected to assume multiple roles, such as model, disciplinarian, surrogate parent, social worker, and counselor.
Many teachers find it difficult to perform all these roles in the midst of decreasing budgets and increasing class sizes. Teachers find themselves struggling to find time to adequately cover each of the learning objectives while also attending to the emotional needs of their students. Teacher stress can adversely affect the teachers, their students, and the classroom climate. Cheney and Barringer (1995) found that stress "can be manifested as (a) a reluctance to consider factors beyond the immediately observable behavior of the student, and (b) a rigid focus on school rules as a way of coping with problematic social interactions" (p. 181).
To survive and thrive in the classroom, teachers who work with students with emotional and behavioral disabilities must develop effective strategies for regularly monitoring and managing their own stress.
Teachers need safe places to express their feelings and frustrations and recharge their emotional batteries. In a survey of special education teachers, Pullis (1992) found that talking with supportive colleagues is one of the most effective coping strategies. In fact, 96% of teachers rated collaborating and talking with special education colleagues as one of their most effective strategies for coping with stress (see box, "Strategy for Reducing Burnout and Nurturing Teacher Mental Health").
We need to recognize the difference, however, between the need to vent and a pattern of negativity and complaining. Assessing our results will help us make this distinction. Venting is only helping us if we are actually venting pent-up
Strategy for Shifting Your Focus (The Penny Transfer Technique)
Take five pennies and place them in your left pocket. Identify a student in your classroom who regularly needs to be redirected. Ideally, this should be a student whom you find difficult to engage. Every time you are able to verbally encourage that student for something he or she does well, transfer a penny to your right pocket. It is important to avoid phony or superficial affirmations (e.g., "I like your new jeans"). Your goal is to move all five pennies to the right pocket by the end of the day. Repeat this exercise each day for 2 weeks. (Note: You may need to use less pennies or extend the timeframe several days if you are only with the student one period.)
Strategy for Reducing Burnout and Nurturing Teacher Mental Health
Recognize the difference between productive venting and an unproductive pattern of negativity and complaining. Take time to assess your conversations with friends and colleagues about your classroom and students. Ask yourself whether these conversations are helping to reduce or amplify your stress level. Periodically gauge your feelings and coping skills and seek out positive models.
Stop and ask yourself, "What is your vision for the children and youth that you teach?" If necessary, explore new strategies (e.g., exercising, seeking professional help, reframing student behavior, finding humor in potentially humorous situations, commending yourself for ways you are making a difference) for managing your stress and increasing your own morale.
People often expect teachers to
assume not only academic roles, but also those of instructional model, disciplinarian, surrogate parent, social worker, and counselor.
We must develop effective strategies for regularly monitoring and managing our own stress.
feelings. If this process only adds to our stress level and frustration, we might want to employ a different strategy. A pattern of "unproductive venting" in the teacher's lounge, in the copy room, at lunch breaks, and at home is often the most foreboding precursor to burnout. We must regularly assess our coping skills and seek out positive colleagues and role models who will engage in supportive, constructive dialogue.
Am I using an appropriate sense of humor to build relationships, diffuse conflict, engage learners, and manage my own stress?
A number of educators have stressed that an appropriate sense of humor is absolutely essential for long-term success in working with youth with emotional and behavioral disorders (Richardson, 2001; Tobin, 1991 , Webber et al., 1991 . These students often are trying to make sense out of a variety of highly charged emotional stressors (e.g., poor reading skills, changing family structure, parental abuse and neglect) and will likely direct their hurt and frustration at teachers and peers. Students need to be held accountable for their behavior. If we take their actions personally or too seriously, however, we place ourselves at risk for both overreacting and burnout. Teachers want to approach their jobs diligently and sincerely; however, we need to recognize when we are taking ourselves, our students, or our jobs too seriously.
While working as a high school counselor, one of the authors was informed that 80% of the disciplinary referrals to the assistant principal came from only 10% of the teachers. When asked if there were commonalities among those teachers, the assistant principal remarked, They all seem to take themselves and their jobs too seriously. They seem unhappy when they teach. Ironically, while they have very little tolerance for "acting-out" behaviors, students tend to act out more in their classrooms.
On the other hand, "teachers with a sense of humor are usually happy, relaxed, fun-loving, and reinforcing to others" (Webber et al., 1991, p. 291) . A recent study supported these observations. Talbot and Lumden (2000) found that teachers who were more likely to use humor in their classroom reported lower emotional exhaustion and a higher sense of personal accomplishment.
Also, many writers have pointed out that an appropriate sense of humor is an effective strategy for engaging students who seem to be disengaged (Johns & Carr, 1995; Sommers-Flanagan & Sommers-Flanagan, 1997; Webb er et al., 1991) . These authors also noted that humor is also one of the most effective means of de-escalating potential crisis situations. Webber et al. observed that it is difficult for a student to continue to act aggressively or destructively while he or she is laughing. Crowley (1993) interviewed students with severe behavioral disorders regarding helpful teacher attitudes and behaviors and found that these students repeatedly talked about the relevance of humor in the classroom.
Victor Borge, the comedian, could have been talking about educators and students when he said, "Laughter is the shortest distance between two people." Sultanoff (1999) asserted, "One of the greatest potential gifts we can provide for children is to present ourselves as "humor beings." By living with a humorous perspective, we teach children to effectively manage life's challenges with far less stress" (p. 2).
Having a sense of humor in the classroom is less about telling jokes and more about maintaining a relaxed and upbeat attitude and outlook about our jobs and life's bizarre twists. Teachers who have an appropriate sense of humor convey to their students that they enjoy their jobs, like their students, relish playful exchanges, and do not take themselves too seriously. Most importantly, they recognize the difference between humor that hurts and TEACHING EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN ■ NOV/DEC 2003 ■ 11
Strategies for Assessing Our Ability to Use an Appropriate Sense of Humor
To assess whether you might be incorporating an appropriate sense of humor into your classroom, periodically ask yourself the following questions:
• "How often do I laugh as I teach?" • "Do students seem to enjoy learning in my classroom?" • "For the most part, do I enjoy working with students with behavioral and emotional disorders? • "Do I use humor as a technique to defuse difficult situations or avoid potential power struggles?" • "Does humor used in my classroom (by me or my students) tend to bring people closer together or push them further away?" Based on your responses to these questions, it may be helpful to seek consultation or additional resources to more effectively incorporate humor into the classroom. Also, remember that qualifying language was used in these questions ("for the most part," "tend to"). You do not need to inject humor into every lesson plan or difficult situation. An honest self-assessment, however, will likely provide you with direction regarding areas where a change in attitude or behavior may be helpful.
Humor that heals is sensitive, is good natured, defuses difficult situations, and brings people closer together.
An appropriate sense of humor is an effective strategy for engaging students who seem to be disengaged.
humor that heals. Richardson (2001) noted that humor that hurts is sarcastic, caustic, and pushes people away from one another, whereas humor that heals is sensitive, good natured, defuses difficult situations, and brings people closer together. As educators, we need to periodically assess our use of humor in the classroom and make adjustments when warranted (see box, "Strategies for Assessing Our Ability to Use an Appropriate Sense of Humor").
5. Do I regularly acknowledge significant ways I (and others) are making a difference in the lives of students?
In conducting workshops for professionals who work with youth with emotional and behavioral disabilities, one of the authors shared the following story of a young boy rescuing starfish on the beach:
A young boy was walking along the beach in the middle of a sweltering, summer day. As the tide was retreating, he noticed thousands of starfish washed up on the dry sand. As the boy began throwing starfish back into the ocean, a man was passing by and said, "Son, look how many there are-you will never make a difference." Smiling, the boy looked at the starfish in his hand, threw it into the ocean, and declared, "I'll make a difference to that one."
The plight of students with disabilities is analogous to starfish washed up on the dry sand. It is easy to become paralyzed by the magnitude of the task and fail to recognize ways teachers are making a difference. It is easy to allow negative television newscasts, periodic setbacks, and seemingly unappreciative students and adults to discolor our perceptions and rob us of the idealism that propelled us to be a teacher. It is also easy to become so busy attending meetings and attending to students, we fail to attend to ourselves and our colleagues. Because of professional role demands, teachers of students with behavioral and emotional disabilities are frequently isolated from interaction with colleagues and particularly susceptible to this symptom of burnout (Zabel, Boomer, & King, 1984) . Kaufman and Wong (1991) found that teachers who perceive themselves as having the ability to bring about desired student results are more likely to perceive their students as teachable and worthy of their attention and effort. One study defined teacher efficacy as "the extent to which the teacher believes he or she has the capacity to affect student performance" (Bergman, McLaughlin, Bass, Pauly, & Zellman, 1977, p. 137) . These teachers with a high sense of self-efficacy were also less likely to personalize the misbehaviors of students and more likely to maintain an attitude of tolerance for difficult students. Recognizing ways that they and others are making a difference can affect the teachers' perceived self-efficacy (see box, "Strategy for Recognizing Difference Makers").
Although many teachers make a habit of overextending themselves, burnout is just as likely to result from a persistent feeling that they are not truly making a difference. The Starfish Calendar (see box) is one simple way to encourage ourselves and others to be proactive in acknowledging the contributions of teachers.
Final Thoughts
Many teachers have not received adequate training to recognize how their own psychological histories and personalities affect their interactions with youth with emotional and behavioral disabilities. Although the success of educators to reach and teach these young people depends on many factors (e.g., frequency and intensity of student behaviors, organizational structure, administrative support), this article focused on an important area in which teachers have more direct controlincreasing their own self-awareness.
Many goals outlined here are challenging and may not be fully attainable. As vulnerable human beings, teachers will never discover all their emotional triggers, build positive relationships with every student, or completely avoid counterproductive power struggles. If teachers make conscious, ongoing efforts to increase their own self-awareness, they will likely enhance their effectiveness and their job satisfaction. Teachers who are willing to take prudent risks and try new strategies will inevitably make some mistakes. We need to view past conflict and unsuccessful interventions as helpful feedback, rather than personal failure. We must remember that the overall attitude of the teacher and the classroom climate affect students much more than most other techniques or interactions.
Strategy for Recognizing Difference Makers: The Starfish Calendar
This technique is similar to the "Penny Transfer Technique"; however, the objective is to recognize the positive behavior of teachers. First, find a calendar. Draw and cut out pictures of yellow and orange starfish. When you recognize another educator making a difference (e.g., taking extra time after class, encouraging a student to talk to their counselor, using a creative intervention), communicate in some way that you appreciate their efforts.
Then, write a brief description of the behavior on a yellow starfish and paste it on the date in your Starfish Calendar. At the end of the day, identify a specific way you made a difference, and paste an orange starfish in the calendar. Make a conscious effort to find one yellow and one orange starfish each day. This should only take a few minutes. If you happen to miss a day, try to find two the following day.
